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TRAUMATIC DANCES OF
“THE NON-SELF”
Bodily Incoherence and the
Hysterical Archive
Jonathan W. Marshall

an involuntary dance—it’s the dance you do when one of your
fingers gets wedged in a live socket and your arms start pumping
up and down and your mouth is slowly opening and closing
and you can feel the power but no words will come out.
— Laurie Anderson, “Dance of Electricity” (1984)
In 1892, a hysteric being treated at Paris’ Salpêtrière hospital employed
language very similar to that Luce Irigaray was to use to describe the
position of woman in modern society. The patient, known only by the
pseudonym of “H…”, declared herself to be “the self of the non-self [le moi
du non-moi]” (Séglas 805). Between suffering from seizures, attacks, and
ecstatic states, she felt herself “dash forward, I devour space without ever
stopping” in an apparent effort to meet her other self (803–5). In these
and other accounts, hysterical subjects seem almost to tear themselves
apart, their psycho-corporeal performance so dispersing the individual
as to render them incoherent. The hysteric has served for many artists
as the paradigmatic example of a subject who is not singular, unified,
or readily comprehensible. The Surrealist André Breton encountered
H…’s peers while working at the Pitié-Salpêtrière complex. With Louis
Aragon, he co-authored an essay illustrated with photographs from
the wards in which they called hysteria “the greatest poetic discovery
of the fin de siècle” (20). In these and other accounts, the female—or in
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some cases male—hysteric was divided, fractured, and barely legible.
Locating signs of hysteria-like choreography might therefore act as a
heuristic for identifying moments where historical experience itself
challenges language and representation. One might begin here to
visualize performances of the incoherence of subjective experience and
history itself. At times of socio-cultural crisis, the body’s forces spill over,
instances of such eruptions revealing a lineage which joins otherwise
distant historical moments. Bodily performance functions here less
as a sign and more as a symptom, a dialectical manifestation of psychocorporeal conflict.
Joseph Roach argues that humans possess a “kinesthetic imagination”
which is expressed through various “performance genealogies”,
constituted by those bodily movements and practices which are shared
and transmitted across time. Such performances serve as:
mnemonic reserves, including patterned movements made and
remembered by bodies, residual movements retained implicitly in
images or words (or in the silences between then), and imaginary
movements dreamed in minds (26).
Hysteria and its choreography constitute such a performance archive,
a deeply material, gendered history which is directly manifested
via the muscular action and spasmodic extremes of flesh, bone, and
limb (Fig. 1). As Joan Scott observes, gender is “a primary way of
signifying relationships of power” and has been “invoked to mobilize
constituencies, to tar enemies, to put groups and individuals in their
place” (“Gender” 1067, “Unanswered Questions” 1423). Gender is
inculcated throughout history, culture, and politics, and the hysteric is
a commonly cited bellwether of crises in society. H…’s contemporary,
Hippolyte Taine, went so far as to describe the French Revolution as
an instance of “group hysteria”, while later historians have shown that
women in Weimar Germany occupied an ambivalent, unstable social
position, caught between metropolitan mobility and ongoing demands
of domestic femininity (Micale 207; Hales). The highly visible “Girlkultur”
of young office workers and their peers came to be viewed either as
exhilarating signs of liberation or as indicators of decline and hysterical
modernity. Similar gendered critiques circulated within interwar Japan
as well as France, both before the Great War and after (Mackie; Gilman
et al).
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1.	Table of hysterical gestures (Richer Études cliniques la grande hystérie. 1885;
courtesy of Harvard Medical Library in the Francis A. Countway Library of
Medicine)

The hysteriform archive constitutes a set of bodily gestures and actions
that recur across history, tending to emerge in the context of social
crises within which gender and other factors have been implicated.
Surveying the hysterical archive demonstrates how hysteriform poses
and gestures initially visible within early modern demonical possession,
exorcism, and religious ecstasy moved into the medical sphere during
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, becoming a significant
resource for international performing artists of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. In examining these shifts, I do not wish to simply
read back hysteria as a sign of something else, as scholars in the Freudian
tradition have sometimes done. H…’s patient records are revealing here,
since they show the utility of a psychoanalytic reading of hysteria which
identifies the root causes in gendered personal and social repression,
while corporeally exceeding what psychoanalysis can fully account
for. H… was a troubled young university student, dismissed by male
doctors, before going to the specialist department at the Salpêtrière.
Although this was the base for the leading international authority in
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hysteria, neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot (with whom Sigmund Freud
studied), H… was treated by Jules Séglas, a former student of Salpêtrière
psychiatrist Jean-Pierre Falret. Séglas published on hallucination,
hypnotic fugue, and automatism, all of which were diagnostic features
of hysteria. Séglas supported Charcot’s attempts to have unlicensed
presentations of hypnosis banned. Though influenced by Charcot,
Séglas’ different disciplinary position meant we have a detailed account
of H…’s condition in her own words. Charcot by contrast was more
materialist, his abundantly illustrated patient records focusing on
tissues and their visible action, particularly gestures and seizures.
I propose to follow Charcot in conducting a dramaturgical analysis,
examining the choreography of historical subjects who exhibit
hysterical motions, and the context within which such corporeal forms
arise—the discursive and historical mise en scène, if you will. Viewed in
material and corporeal terms, gestures do not categorically identify the
performer as “hysterical” as such. This reflects the uncertain status of
hysteria. The diagnosis is only very rarely employed today, and even fin
de siècle hysteria was seen as a semi-fictional performance, a functional
disorder of neuromotor action which mimicked transitory physical
signs of other diseases normally caused by tissue damage or other nonhysterical agents.1 Jean-Pierre Falret’s son Jules, who also worked at the
Salpêtrière, claimed that hysterics were:
veritable actresses; they do not know a greater pleasure than to
deceive […] Hysterics exaggerate their convulsive movements (which
are often partly simulated), as much as they dress up [travestissent]
and exaggerate all of the movements of their souls, their ideas and
their deeds (502–3).
Charcot concurred, using the term “neuromimesis” to describe how
the hysterical body could, like an artwork, mimetically reproduce other
functionally distinct conditions (vol. 3, p. 16). The very words used to
describe the hysterical body and its seizures—epileptoid, choretic,
clownism, acrobatic—reflect these representational echoes. Hysteria
could be recognized by its corporeal similitude to, but non-identity with,
epilepsy. Charcot employed the phrase hysterioepilepsy to make clear
he considered seizure the chief diagnostic feature of hysteria. Although
psychiatrists like Séglas focused more on psychological symptoms than
their neurologist peers, psychiatric, parascientific, and lay accounts from
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2.	Prodromes (Richer Études cliniques
sur la grande hystérie. 1885;
courtesy of Harvard Medical Library
in the Francis A. Countway Library
of Medicine)

the eighteenth to the early twentieth century routinely made reference
to disorderly neuromuscular tremors, intermittent spasms, or “fits” of
laughing, shaking, and crying which overtook the body, sometimes as
“prodromes” or a precursor “aura” (Fig. 2), which might then give way
to trance and dissociated states. Commentators also regularly classified
hysterical spasms as “choretic”, resembling chorea, yet another disease
whose title marked it as a condition characterized by movements which
were dance-like, but which vexed the clarity and repeatability of dance
proper—a non-choreography if you will.2 Additional parallels were
drawn between hysterical poses and athletic acts such as the tumbling
and mugging of clowns (Gordon). The hysteriform archive consistently
confused non-pathological, intentional, and semi-intentional perfor
mances with those of involuntary pathology. Indeed Alfred Binet
claimed that it was a question of degree rather than a clear distinction
between the actor who was able to “duplicate himself in the theatre”,
and so critically observe and control their own performance, versus the
hypnotized hysteric, who was consumed by a veritable “paroxysm” of
corporeal and subjective displacement (542–44).
Tracing the filiations of the hysteriform body across the historical
record, one crisscrosses a set of trajectories running from seventeenth-
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century demoniacal possession—retrospectively diagnosed by Charcot
as hysterical—through to twentieth-century avant-garde dance, from
various European artists between the wars who consulted or were
influenced by neurological writings, back to the actual patients of
Charcot and his peers, and on to the Japanese avant-garde dance form
of butoh.
Three scenes might serve to illustrate the widespread iteration of
hysteria-like performances across time and space. The first comes from
the epidemic of demoniacal possession which afflicted the town of
Loudon, France, between 1632 and 1637. The second report is of seizures
recorded in Charcot’s wards in the 1880s by the artist and physician,
Paul Richer. The third comes from photographs and writings published
alongside scholar Jean Baudrillard’s account of early performance of
butoh in Paris from 1985. A witness from Loudon claimed that the
afflicted nuns he observed had:
passed from a state of quiet into the most terrible convulsions, and
without the slightest increase of pulsation. They struck their chests
and backs with their heads, as if they had had their neck broken, and
with inconceivable rapidity; they twisted their arms at the joints of
the shoulder, the elbow and the wrist two or three times round; lying
on their stomachs they joined the palms of their hands to the soles
of their feet; their faces became so […] frightful one could not bear
to look at them; their eyes remained open without winking; their
tongues issued suddenly from their mouths, horribly swollen […]
[and] hard […] they threw themselves back till their heads touched
their feet, and walked in this position with wonderful rapidity […]
They uttered [mostly non-verbal] cries so horrible and so loud that
nothing like it was ever heard before (Des Niau 36–45).
In Charcot’s wards, Richer observed:
After the tonic convulsions, the patient is soon immobilized by
muscular tetanization taken to its height.
[…] The position of the patient thus immobilized is variable,
most often it is in full extension and the supine position.
The head is thrown backwards, the neck swollen to the highest
degree, the veins form prominent ropes. The patient is strongly
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cyanotic, the face also becomes puffy and its features are contracted
and motionless.
Foam appears on the lips. The arms are extended in adduction
and outside rotation, the wrist flexed, the fist closed; sometimes
both hands, brought to the middle of the body, touch each other
by their backs and even cross each other. The lower limbs are also
in extension, the knees strongly applied against each other, and the
feet in the pied-bot position, turned inwards or outwards (50–51).
Photographs of Murobushi Koh, Carlotta Ikeda, and their dancers
show them grimacing, tongues twisted and contorted, eyes rolling
back in their sockets (Rancilio, ed.).3 Bodies collapse on the ground
and the muscles of the back tighten to cause an extreme arch (Fig. 3).
Hands and feet claw or ball up, as in the pied bot pose mentioned by
Richer above. Baudrillard characterizes these scenes as a “theatre of
[…] convulsion” in which bodies are “twisted, electric […] whose limbs
search for themselves.” Even “mucous membranes are turned outwards”,
as in the gape of the jaws, or the exposure of the tissues behind the
eyelid. When rendered immobile, bodies come to resemble non-human
entities such as “pillars of salt”, or a hard, mineral-like cyst (“une gangue”;
Marshall/Baudrillard).

3.	Murobushi Koh, The Mummy (Photo by Laurencine Lot, c.1985; courtesy of
Laurencine Lot, Paris)
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Though dispersed across a period of over three hundred years and
occurring in diverse cultural and historical contexts, the scenarios
are remarkable for their choreographic similarities. In each, there is
a tendency towards spasmodic fluctuations which leap from extreme
contraction (clonic gesture) versus muscular extension (tonic, tetanic,
opisthotonic). These oscillations between clonic and tonic states are
unevenly distributed throughout the body, generating asymmetry,
facial grimaces, and the distortion of lines, limbs, and poses. There is
consequently a tendency towards twisting. These distortions often elicit
comparisons with animals and non-human beings. Between the clonic
and the tonic, the body is at times supine and relaxed. The subject may
become hyper-sensitive and responsive, taking on outside influences
(welts caused by demons, the touch of a doctor’s probe, or echoing
actions from their surrounds). Bodies appear possessed, with apparently
non-human or abnormal forces moving through them, temporarily
lodging in diverse locations. The body becomes cataleptic, lethargic,
and may produce involuntary actions or automatisms. At other times the
hysterical body is rendered hard or rigid, coming to recall inanimate
matter. Klaus Theweleit notes that a common trope of fascist literature
and sculpture is to see the body as an all but impermeable armor against
which subjectively threatening forces crash, fracture, and roll off. He
sees this as a fundamentally hysterical or neurotic reaction to the fear
of contamination and collapse. The tetanization of the body in hysteria,
especially of the male body, has some of this character, and it is a trait
that recurs within the work of the founder of butoh, Hijikata Tatsumi.
Poses such as those listed above are so striking as to be perceived
by observers as being “dramatic” or “theatrical,” in that they project
outwards towards possible audiences with considerable force. These are
however scrambled messages—“electric” and shocked in the words of
Baudrillard—the rapid shifts in direction and intensity making the
specific content of the drama unclear at best. These performances
do not conform to Aristotle’s rules of classical theatrical form, fitting
neither tragedy, nor comedy, nor satire. They are closest to burlesque, or
the imperfect and disrespectful echo of other forms and styles. Hijikata
described the butoh dancer as a body on the edge of “crisis”, and this
certainly applies to the examples above.
Georges Didi-Huberman argues that the fascination and pathos which
hysteria provoked is a product of the contradictory forces latent within
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the corporeal image itself (Invention 8–9). The dominant approach since
the Renaissance has been to read the image as a legible symbol of
something else, such as a real body, an incident, or a message. DidiHuberman however points to an alternative tradition in which images
convey their own insufficiency, directing attention towards that which
cannot be visualized (as in the representation of the divine) but which is
nevertheless present at some level within the image—or, in hysteria’s
case, something which passes through the body without entirely leaving
it. Didi-Huberman provides the art historical example of how Fra
Angelico’ fresco of The Annunciation is suffused with “the indescribable
and unfigurable divine voice to which Angelico, like the Virgin, was
obliged to submit completely” (Confronting 15). The image here becomes
a paradoxical container for presence itself, no longer entirely separate
from what it alludes to. Didi-Huberman traces a similar duplicity within
the action of the hysterical body, which since the early modern period
had been seen as an index for the presence of a materially recognizable,
corporeal illness (hysteria). Hysteria however also externalizes, “dresses
up”, and “deceives” the viewer (in Falret’s words), its internal causes
remaining unclear at best, moving through those same parts of the body
affected by other “real” illnesses, but not necessarily residing in these
regions. This capacity of the hysterical body to generate forms, poses,
and gestures renders hysterics as consummate artists, and their bodies
as media, compared by commentators to automatons, marionettes, music
boxes, and impressionable balls of wax or clay. The hysterical body also
reproduced pre-existing representations, becoming what in semiotic
terms is known as a simulacrum: a representation of a representation
or, alternatively, a representation for which no known original can be
identified. Hysterics both reproduced the actions of, and were likened
by others to, figures taken from the history of literature, drama, and
art. The patient Suzanne N…, for example, told Richer that she would
“enter the Conservatoire” where “I will become like Sarah Bernhardt”,
the leading French actress of the time (Richer 315). Richer, Charcot,
Salpêtrière neurologist Guillaume Duchenne de Boulogne, and others
compared the poses adopted by these subjects to those seen in famous
paintings of saintly beatitude and possession, to the writhing dances
of the Bacchants, Salome, and even Bernhardt’s own re-enactment of
consumptive spasms. Bernhardt’s various performances had not only
been influenced by her observation of hysterics and other sufferers at
the Salpêtrière. Her voluntary, fictional reproduction of seizure became
real and involuntary in the bodies of her audience, who “were seized by
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an absolutely characteristic coughing reflex”, suffering from hysterical
“contagion of [an] identical reflex movement” (Vigouroux/Juquelier
29; Veyrac).
Didi-Huberman challenges historians to submit to the aporetic “notknowledge” contained within these bodily images, and to try to share the
depicted subject’s own lack of certainty about themselves. One should
follow H…, who admitted, “I do not know how to explain myself, I cannot
find the terms”, and yet nevertheless recognized that “I have again
two selves [individus], the one who sees and the one who acts” (Séglas
805–6). “What then does a symptom ‘symbolize’”, Didi-Huberman asks?
(Confronting 179) “It symbolizes events that have taken place”, but it also
may allude to “events that have not taken place”, particularly in the case
of hysterical trauma. A symptom not only signifies that which is present
in the body—a disease, a disorder, a response to pain and suffering—
but also that which is latent and not fully present. Cathy Caruth similarly
contends that traumatic symptoms arise out of:
an inherent latency within the [historical] experience itself […] And
it is this inherent latency of the event that paradoxically explains the
peculiar, temporal structure, the belatedness […] [the event] is not
experienced as it occurs […] For a history to be a history of trauma
means that it is referential precisely to the extent that it is not fully
perceived as it occurs; or to put it somewhat differently, that a history
can be grasped only in the very inaccessibility of its occurrence (187).
Didi-Huberman argues then that the symptom:
bears within it the three fundamental conditions of a withdrawal,
a presented return of this withdrawal, and a fraught equivocation
between the withdrawal and its presentation; such perhaps would be
its elementary rhythm (Confronting 179).
In corporeal and performative terms, this means that hysterical symptoms
are manifest through performances which literally shake and vibrate
with this rhythm of traumatic manifestation and withdrawal. The art
historian Aby Warburg (who quoted works of the Salpêtrière school in
his own archival project, the Mnemosyne) called this the Pathosformel, by
which he meant how certain ways of figuring the violent, often traumatic
disturbances of the body recurred across art history, constituting both
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a kind of “survival”, as well as a deformation or evolution of art and its
forms (Didi-Huberman Atlas). As Didi-Huberman explains, “Here the
symptom is understood as movement in [and across] bodies” (Michaud 15).
Although hysteriform attacks often included ecstatic periods, seizures
were more commonly characterized by pain and suffering, as when H…
returned to college only to endure “[a] loud scream, foam on the lips,
nervous tremor requiring men to hold me back … then after, complete
annihilation” (Séglas 804). An initial shock or trauma generally brought
on the patient’s first fits, and the case histories record a sorry history of
largely working class subjects who survived animal attacks, industrial
accidents, childhood encounters with corpses, as well as sexual assaults
at the hands of employers and others (Bourneville/Régnard IPS 1–3).
Causative incidents were rarely singular, but commonly multiple,
overdetermined, and hence impossible to logically or affectively
disentangle. Geneviève Basile Legrand, for example, was a foundling
from Loudon, given from a young age to violent “attacks of anger”
which earned her many beatings. Her lover died when she was fifteen,
leading Geneviève to throw herself into his grave (IPS 1:50–57). She
was later found in a dissociated state at the cemetery. While working
as a chambermaid, her master raped her, and she went back to the
orphanage, giving up the child. In 1870–71, Geneviève survived the
Siege of Paris and subsequent civil unrest, and had a second child with
an invading soldier. She returned to the Salpêtrière, where Charcot
took over her case. Désiré-Magloire Bourneville, who oversaw Charcot’s
wards, noted that the attacks of Geneviève and her peers often included
allusions of one kind or another to such occurrences, with the patient’s
fits functioning as “reminiscences”, evoking in an abstract fashion
the “physical pains of events which were the motivating cause of their
attacks” (IPS 2:189). These included “scenes from the Revolution” and
other incidents.
Hysteriform choreography therefore constituted a bodily eruption
of non-sense generated by multiple antagonizing forces. In the case
of demoniacal outbreaks of seventeenth-century France, the conflict
between Protestantism and Counter Reformation led to the large-scale
murder of Protestants in the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre (1572).
Several Protestant holdouts survived the Wars of Religion (1562–1598),
including Loudon, which remained the fertile center of religious
fervor. Michel de Certeau, Sarah Ferber, and others have shown that
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the rash of possession cases which occurred across seventeenth-century
France served as sites where conflicts between different ecclesiastical,
lay, parlementary, legal, medical and royal authorities and their
jurisdictional limits were played out (Sluhovsky; Marshman). Hysteria
was regularly invoked as a contributing factor, or even an alternative
diagnosis, to demoniacal possession. Exorcisms were performed in
front of religious houses and for assembled guests, becoming a closely
watched theater where the mastery of the male exorcist over the Devil,
hiding in different parts of the women’s bodies, was repeatedly staged.
The destructive effect of these events on the body and the mind is
exemplified by how the leading exorcist Joseph Surin ended up drawing
the malefic influence into his own body. Surin grew weak, had difficulty
walking, and “agitations would seize me in all my limbs.” As with H…,
he claimed that in these attacks, it was as if “two spirits do battle with
each other in the same field that is the body; and the soul itself is as if
divided” (de Certeau 207).
Indeed, hysteria as an opaque, overdetermined cypher for wider
social crises became an all but inescapable feature of interwar
German culture. Siegfried Kracauer and Lotte Eisner point out that
the stages and screens of Weimar Germany were rife with dangerous,
demonic, or possessed hypnotists and their debilitated, emasculated
somnambulistic victims, expressing a fear that modern life might be
rendering individuals hysterical and degenerated. Artists in France,
Germany, and beyond scoured lay and medical accounts of neurosis,
hysteria and trance, as well as searching out therapies which could
be employed to mitigate such phenomena. Figures such as Benjamin
Christensen (director of the film The Witch, 1922), Émile JacquesDalcroze (devisor of the Eurhythmic dance and one of Mary Wigman’s
teachers), Marcel Duchamp, and Breton explicitly drew on the work
of such Salpêtrière physicians as Paul Régnard, Paul Richer, Pierre
Janet, and Joseph Babinski, respectively (Marshall “Priestesses” and
“Archaeology”). Representations of hysterical behavior and nervous
action were particularly communicated to artists via Spiritist writings,
séances, and demonstrations. Key Spiritists reproduced neurological
accounts in their own work, with Henry Olcott—co-founder of the
Theosophical Society—visiting the Salpêtrière twice and introducing
himself to Charcot (153–54). Highly respected neurologists such as
Charles Richet and Albert von Schrenck-Notzing in turn oversaw
mediumistic performances as part of their study into perception and
hysterical sensitivity (Marshall “Kleist’s”).
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Modern dance for its part evolved out of the sports and physical
hygiene movement, with rhythmic dancing promoted as a spiritual and
corporeal therapy (Toepfer). The German body had been traumatized
by defeat and wartime scarcity, only to be further assaulted by the trials
of rapid modernization. Social upheavals, industrial rhythms, and
radical changes in gender relations rendered modernity a bracing but
highly problematic socio-cultural condition. Charcot and his colleagues
also used gymnastic therapy on their patients, with Richer being
particularly closely linked to those promoting athletics and corporeal
hygiene (Marshall “Theatre”). Charcot and his students tended to see
asymmetrical movements and irregular rhythmic choreography as
pathological, retrospectively diagnosing not only demoniacs as hysterics,
but also Ancient Bacchic dancers and other entranced performers,
including the priestesses of Apollo at the Delphic Oracle, all of whom
typically exhibited an initial seizure when otherworldly forces moved
through their bodies (Marshall “Priestesses”). In contrast, German,
Austrian, and Swiss dancers and musicians of the interwar period
shared a virtual obsession with the “Dionysian” ideal represented by
such phenomena, with Dalcroze, Wigman, Laban, Friedrich Nietzsche,
Richard Wagner, and many others celebrating Greek ritual performance
as a precedent for their own projects of cultural and corporeal renewal.
Dark times demanded violent, even hysterical, responses.
The method employed by the influential choreographer Mary Wigman
was particularly close to a form of willed hysteria. She repeatedly styled
herself as a witch or demon, as in Witch Dance II (1926), in which the
performer seemed possessed by the rough, angular mask which she
wore. Laura McLary notes that Wigman insisted that “the performing
and creating dancer must necessarily split from herself, thereby creating
a second de-personalized other” (352). Onlookers described Wigman’s
dance as “wild”, “electrically charged”, “a mad frenzy”, “torturous”
and “dionysiac.” There was a virtual “dislocation of the joints” before
the body “trembles”. Hands and arms “claw the air, the body drags”
(359–362; Toepfer 109; Dixon). She becomes “grotesque”. Wigman
herself claimed that her performances came out of an “alien body”
within which she staged a hallucinatory confrontation with her other
self (Mary 98). “I shuddered at my own image”, she related (Language
41), describing dance as a spatial and corporeal conflict similar to that
which H… endured:
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Then, as if the space wanted to reach for her [the dancer], it pushes
her backward on a newly created path: counter-direction: a play
of up and down, of backward and forward, a meeting with herself,
battling for space within space: DANCE (Mary 121).
In her epic piece Totenmal (1930), Wigman even adopted the
opisthotonic arc en cercle position identified by Charcot in hysterical
seizure, describing how she produced an almost “superhuman tension”
along her spine, and “[o]nly then when the back of the head touched
the floor […] The back gave in, the arms fell limp” (Language 98). A
similar extreme arch of the back featured in Dance of Suffering (1930),
with Wigman adopting a pose which closely paralleled that seen in
various depictions of exorcism and Dionysian performance (Manning
111; Marshall “Priestesses”; Fig. 4). Nor was Wigman alone in adopting
such hysteriform gestures. Valaska Gert insisted that true dance arose
only when the performer “experiences the whole convulsion”, while
Anita Berber was said to have “moved in jerks and disconnected jumps”
such as one might see in hysterical paralysis or athetosis (Elswit “Berlin”
81–87). Harald Kreutzberg—a student of Wigman’s who toured Japan
in 1934—devised a number of solos in which he played the role of a
possessed fool, once appearing as a wandering peasant suffering from
choreomania whose compelling gestures initiated an epidemic of
hysterical dancing in the populace (Marshall “World” 80).
Butoh was strongly influenced by these precedents, and emerged out
of a similar context. Japanese psychiatry was dominated by German
neurobiological models, with once common shamanic rituals of “fox
possession”, or the contagious eejanaika choreomania outbreaks of the
mid nineteenth century, being interpreted as signs of a problematic
eruption or depletion of “nerve force” (Frühstück; Harding et al;
Marshall “World” 79–80). Like Wigman, Hijikata and his peers in Japan
attempted to transfer these energies to their own dance.
The first performance to be explicitly labeled “butoh” was Forbidden
Colors (1959). The piece featured the former prisoner of war and athletics
teacher Ohno Kazuo, his son Ohno Yoshito, and Hijikata himself. Both
Ohno senior and Hijikata traced their dance education back to Wigman
and her peers, including Dalcroze and the Spiritist choreographers
Rudolf Steiner and Marie von Sivers (Elswit “What” 134-35). In Forbidden
Colors, Hijikata played the role of a shuddering figure who sexually
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4.	Mary Wigman, Dance of Suffering (1930; image from Fernand Divoire
(1883-1951), Pour la danse. Paris: Éditions de la danse, 1935: 196-7, orphan work,
private collection)

menaced Yoshito while holding a writhing, live chicken between his
legs. Hijikata had relocated in 1952 to Tokyo where, partly by choice
and partly out of financial necessity, he settled at the margins of society.
The dancer frequented the docks, brothels, bars, and bombed-out ruins
left behind in the increasingly frenetic rush towards modernity and
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urban reconstruction. Hijikata fasted in order to present a frighteningly
emaciated body for his landmark performance of Hijikata Tatsumi and
the Japanese People: Rebellion of the Body (1968), while in 1960 he claimed
that his dance was produced from his status as an individual rendered
“completely impotent” by the privations of his life in the immediate
post-war environment. The “springs in my legs weakened in the ‘dance
of sterilization’”, he went on. “Swaying legs are now a technique of
my dance” (Hijikata 39). A force akin to an electrical discharge had
leapt from “an insulator” and “scorched” his skin “pitch black”, before
energizing his damaged body (Sas 36–37). Ohsuka Isamu, who founded
the butoh company Byakkosha in 1976, arrived in Tokyo in 1968, when
there were large-scale demonstrations against the ANPO US-Japanese
military defense pact. It was also the year in which Rebellion of the Body
premiered. Ohsuka was born to survivors in Hiroshima in the year of
the nuclear attack, while Tanaka Min recalls being born on the night of
the devastating Tokyo firebombing (Holborn 88; Marshall “Dancing”).
All of the butoh artists were affected by the war one way or another.
Not unlike their German predecessors, post-war Japanese cultural
commentators saw their task as one of corporeal reconstruction. In
1947, the novelist Tamura Taijiro claimed:
The distrust of “thought” is complete. We now believe in nothing
but our own bodies […] The body’s weariness, the body’s desires,
the body’s anger, the body’s intoxications, the body’s confusion, the
body’s fatigue—only these constitute reality (Slaymaker 93).
For Tamura, it was by passing through this traumatized “gate of
flesh” that one might seek relief. Reacting against the increasingly
Americanized post-war environment, Hijikata offered the image of:
a naked body [which] has come into the gun port. The naked body
is bleeding […] I make repairs to arms and legs, which constantly go
astray […] my dance shares a common basis with crime, [and] male
homosexuality […] because it explicitly flaunts its aimlessness in the
face of […] [modern] capitalist society (44).
Butoh refashioned the gendered corporeal forms which modernism
and the war had elicited, but it did not so much simply heal or render
healthy these forms—as Ohno did in his other role as a gymnastics
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instructor. Rather butoh reconfigured these hysteriform tropes as a
corporeal archive for a forceful new aesthetic. Recalling the premiere of
Forbidden Colors, Hijikata reflected that “[i]n the early days I desperately
tried to concoct something stiff—an inorganic hysteria dance”
(Truter 41). Hijikata’s writings and exercises were full of references
to neuropathological concepts and illustrations, including material
sourced from Surrealist artists who had themselves been influenced
by Charcot (Marshall “World”; Sas). Both butoh and interwar German
dance had their lyrical expressions, but the most striking characteristic
of butoh was the materialization of radically twisted, convulsing,
tremulous bodies. Hijikata asked his dancers to embody images such
as “a person composed of particles and tactile sensation […] insects in
space […] people melted in furnaces in Auschwitz”, and an “ash pillar
walk”, all of which suggested a body which uncontrollably spread into
fragments even as it moved forward (61; Baird 178). Motifs of subjective
and corporeal division, possession, doubling, and dispersal recurred
throughout the work of Ohno, Hijikata, and their peers.
The most direct allusions to hysterical gesture within the twentiethcentury avant-garde art were however produced by those with the
closest affiliation to Charcot and his school, namely the French
Surrealists. As noted above, Breton worked for most of 1917 in the wards
of the Pitié-Salpêtrière complex, and was acquainted with Charcot’s
principal successor, Babinski. The neurologist wrote the script of the
lesbian horror play, The Deranged (Palau/Olaf). Breton described the
compelling, hypnotic effects of seeing The Deranged in his own novel
Nadja (Breton claimed Babinski “must have had the assistance of some
demon”) in a passage which followed shortly after a discussion about
Robert Desnos’ experiments with hysterical sleep and automatism (31–
49). The Surrealist concepts of “Pure psychic automatism” (Breton),
“spasmodic graphism” (Salvador Dali), and others were indebted to the
Charcot school (Marshall “Archaeology” 105–6; Lomas). It was however
Hélène Vanel who brought these elements together at the opening night
of the 1938 International Surrealist Exhibition in a shocking homage to
H… and her peers. Appropriately titled The Missing Act, Vanel leapt out
of a corner of the gallery:
her long, thick brown hair loose and her glazed eyes bulging,
she gestured wildly with jerky stop-action motions and posed in
exaggerated contortions […] all the while howling […] grunting […]

78

JONATHAN W. MARSHALL

5.	Hélène Vanel at the 1938 Exposition Internationale du Surréalisme, Paris (photo
courtesy of Getty Images)

gnashing her teeth and gibbering […] she twitched, twisted, shouted
(LaCoss 42; Fig. 5).
Dali, who was present, identified this as a “hysterical mimodrama” in
which Vanel:
jetted from the wings like a tornado in an unbelievable movement
that induced a demential delirium […] She created a total uproar
with her violent entrance, lunging up onto the bed, holding at arm’s
length a live rooster which cackled in terror. She herself began
screaming […] as she rolled and contorted herself on the bed
(LaCoss 42–43).
While Hijikata was unaware of Vanel’s relatively obscure performance,
the use of a chicken by Vanel and Hijikata is a telling continuity,
reflecting how hysterical performance dramatized the dialectic affinities
and distinctions between the human and non-human. Wigman went
further, extending her human corporeal presence outside of the very
limits of her own body. As Ann Albright observes:
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In her dancing, Wigman was able to mobilize space beyond her own
kinesphere. Spinning, for which she was famous, Wigman could
alternately create the centrifugal force and then ride it, at once
creating the whirlpool and then […] being caught up by it (314).
In Wigman’s darker works, as in Vanel’s The Missing Act, the performer
attacked and grappled with space, producing not only a dialectic
between the dancer and her environment, but—as Wigman, H…, and
Surin would have it—battling for space within the body itself.
Roger Caillois described this phenomenon in his 1935 essay from
the Surrealist journal Minotaur. He traced what he saw as a shared
desire of insects, animals, and humans to “surrender to space”. He
adapted this concept from Janet’s account of hysteria and hypnotic
fugue, where subjects experienced a lack of clear spatial boundaries,
becoming physically dispersed and dissociated from themselves as
singular beings. Rather than fight this, both camouflaged insects and
hysterical patients gave in to space, consuming and being consumed
by the environment. Like caterpillars which resemble the leaves that
they eat, the human subject extends and cannibalizes itself, hysterically
dissipating through that which surrounds it. This may be experienced as
“complete annihilation”, in the words of H…, or as a near religious state,
as in the case of Wigman’s ecstatic dances. As noted earlier, there is a
recurring “fraught equivocation” within the hysteriform archive between
“a withdrawal” of clearly bounded presence and a “return” of corporeal
fullness (Didi-Huberman Confronting 179). This oscillation makes up the
“elementary rhythm” and corporeal dialectic of all of the dances discussed
above. Thinking of hysteria as a symptomatic expression of subjective
and corporeal non-sense and fragmentation allows one to recognize
these incidents as powerfully charged historical moments where both
experience and subjectivity break down. By allowing this latency of
(non)meaning to engulf us as we gaze at these images from the past,
we can glimpse how the bodies of both victims and artists point toward
the subjective incoherence manifest at different times, symptomatically
alluding to diverse, overdetermined causes and gendered conflicts.
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Notes
1

2
3

On the persistence of hysteria as a recognizable etiological complex even
after its abandonment as a diagnostic label, see Showalter. On non-epileptic
or conversion seizures encountered in the clinic today, see the Editors
285–291. Also poorly understood are absence seizures, which still bear the
nineteenth-century French title of petit mal; see Penry et al. In modern Japan,
George Beard’s term of neurasthenia (translated as shinkei suijaku or “nerve
weakness”) was a more common diagnosis than hysteria itself (hisuterii).
The clinical signs of shinkei suijaku were however largely the same as those
of hysteria, and included suggestibility, possession, and so on (Frühstück).
The difference between Sydenham’s chorea and Huntington’s chorea was
not clearly established until the early twentieth century.
For Japanese names patronymic is given first (Ohno Kazuo).
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